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It’s odd how it works. Each time I say “no,” my resolve grows to stay alive, to keep on liv-ing. After a while, living becomes as regular as muscle memory. I take shot after shot of  
pain, and it strengthens my will to keep living. I learn 
what it means to become more alive and want to live 
life all the more. But, again, it comes crashing down. 
I pick up the glass and down a few gulps; bet-
ter to get that out of  the way. I glance over at 
Kaeli and watch curiously as she sips her beer. 
She cocks her eyebrow and asks, “What?” She 
places her hands on the bar and looks around at 
the other people.
“Nothing,” I blurt, looking guiltily away. “Noth-
ing much at all…” Shrugging, I rigidly shoot my up-
per body higher towards the ceiling. I want to be tall. 
I square my already broad shoulders as I stare around 
for somebody to talk to. While I do this, Kaeli fixes 
her hair and plays with her neatly lacquered nails. She 
examines nicks and scratches on them, all the while 
complaining how hockey keeps ruining the polish. 
I frown. “Good thing you haven’t been going, 
then.” Whump! She hits me. “Tell no one!” She hiss-
es. “My family doesn’t know. I’m tired of  playing; 
I don’t like it anymore.” “Then what do you like? 
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Your nails?” I ask in a high-pitched voice—feign-
ing femininity.
She glares tight at me, “Yes, and I need a 
rest. Work and then hockey is too much.” “Then 
go back to your old job.” “I don’t like the office. 
The fire station is much better. Plus I’m trying to 
change location to Providence.” 
“Wanna come to the lake tomorrow? I’ll be 
home alone. You can bring Dan, too.” “Oh,” I say. 
“Okay.” “Hey, listen, we gotta talk…” I begin. Kaeli 
arches those perfect eyebrows again. “What about? 
Aren’t we talking now?” I cannot entirely tell if  she 
is trying to dodge the subject. “About me,” I non-
chalantly nod. “And this.” I stick out my index fin-
ger and raise it to the level of  my hair, pointing at 
the short, deceivingly dark strands. “This is impor-
tant, you know.” She makes a non-comprehending 
face, “Since when is you getting a haircut news?” 
“Sooo… Can we get into it? I’m—” “Yugh!” my 
friend proclaims as she stands. 
“I need a cigarette.” I nod slowly and we 
trudge outside into the sweet summer night. We 
turn the corner and dwell in a slightly less traf-
ficked area out of  the way of  the door. I lean 
against the wall of  the bar, the alcohol starting 
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to take effect. I am such a lightweight, espe-
cially on my new OCD meds. 
Kaeli doesn’t bother with propping her-
self  up; she just stands near the door and 
opens a new pack of  her “Cowboy Killers,” 
as she calls them. She picks one out and 
thrusts it in my direction. Why not? I like 
cigars, after all. 
My head swims as I take the cigarette from 
her hands and hold it shakily up. I dredge the 
bright white True-Value lighter from my pocket 
(I had somehow in-
tuited that I’d need it) 
and sharply suck air 
in as I create a flame 
that flashes at the end 
of  the cancerous tube. 
It lights. I inhale and 
cough heartily as I enjoy 
the feeling of  flounder-
ing—the gasping for 
air. I am Ender in space. 
After that I just suck 
and hold. 
I take a few more 
drags and wait for 
my tears to subside. 
Wondering where they came from, I wipe the 
traitorous streams away with the back of  my 
wrist, stopping them from carving any more 
lines down my face. “I’m a man,” I finally utter, 
crunching down on the filter of  the cigarette. 
I damn nearly bite it off  before I regain 
my composure and pull it from my mouth to 
spit. Whenever I smoke, I am John Lydon and 
Nicholas D. Wolfwood—all in one. I slouch 
against the building and spit some more. “I am 
a man,” I murmur agitatedly, excitably.
Oblivious to my personal torment, Kaeli 
asks the wrong question: “Why do you keep 
spitting?” “I’m a fish on land!” I proclaim, and 
spit once again, this time much closer to her. 
She sidesteps and offers me another cigarette. 
I did not even realize I had finished the first. 
I gratefully decline and toss dark looks into 
the dusky corner of  the building. I am Dean. 
I crush the butt against my rubber sandal and 
fling it into the trash. 
My first time at a bar and I’m crying like 
a little bitch. I think I’ve already drunkenly 
introduced myself  to 
everyone here as a mid-
dle-aged man trapped 
in this horrendous 
body. Maybe not, but 
by the looks I’m get-
ting as I glance around 
the corner at the other 
smokers, I probably 
have. Comes with the 
territory. On my own 
in a foreign land, I am 
Ivan Denisovich. 
I like smoking. I like 
feeling death caress my 
mouth. I like blowing 
out silvery jets of  air. I like the feeling of  be-
ing choked, suffocated, infected…hollowed 
out. I am Yutaka Ozaki. It keeps me in check. 
Dan wishes I’d quit. He also wishes I weren’t 
a man, or that I wasn’t a mess. But hey, that 
comes with the territory. 
Kaeli is still taking luxurious drags from 
her death device. I shoot her a look laced 
with murder, and she finally asks the right 
question: “What’s wrong?” “Nothing,” I 
muster. “I just needed someone to know, 
and now I think you do.” 
“You can see right 
through me. I’m not 
really a man, 
not quite a girl, 
never to be 
complete.”
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Kaeli has been my best friend, the one 
who has known me the longest, the one 
with whom I have not had any physical at-
tachment. People think they know me, but 
they don’t. One single person could never 
truly understand my history. My lifeblood 
seeps out to all who meet me; my vital organs 
are passed out to close friends. There’s always 
more to go around; the more the merrier, they 
say. I pass out my heartbeats like potato chips 
to all the passersby. 
 
I am Troubled Joe, and you can know me for free! No fee. I watch Kaeli’s cigarette burn down towards the end. “You know, 
at least,” I venture. “I know you know.” You 
know The Truth. I am The Truth. “Know 
what?” she asks. “That I am nothing.” You can 
see right through me. I’m not really a man, not 
quite a girl, never to be complete. Kaeli rolls 
her eyes at this. 
“You can all see through me,” I contin-
ue.  I’m a ghost: a scary, scary ghost. “You’ll 
have to believe I’m a man, though.” Ghosts 
float. “We all float down here.” God, where 
was that from? Some book? A song? “I need 
someone to believe it for me after I die. If  
not, I’ll just be a dead girl.” A very, very dead 
girl. I think back to the incident from about a 
month before... 
“I’m trans,” I text to Raymond, under 
the table. He glances over at me and looks 
mad.“Okay, Genevieve,” Raymond says. “Sure 
yah are.” My name’s Red, I think. He can’t 
possibly be talking to me. “Hmm?” my mom 
asks, looking around at the dinner table. We 
are out to eat at Nonna’s Trattoria in Geneva, 
visiting my brother at his school and the food 
has just been served. It is Mom, Ray and his 
girlfriend, Nana, and myself. Ray and I were 
conversing about what is new with me, and so 
I sent him that text message.
Shifting in his chair, Raymond glances over 
at my mom, who is glaring at me the entire 
time. “Nothing,” he says. “She’s being stupid.” 
I snap out of  it. Not even my memories pro-
vide safety.
I realize Kaeli’s kick with the cancer stick 
is almost at its end. I watch the embers wind 
their way down towards her mouth. That 
mouth speaks truth; it has to. She mmhmm’s 
me and throws the nasty butt on the ground. 
“But you’re still a girl.” She stomps it out.
I allow my eyes to glaze over as I sink into a 
drunken haze. I swim back into the bar. I’ll be 
Craig Ferguson with a few more drinks in me.
I sit and stare blankly at the empty glass 
before me. I am the glass: a transparent 
husk. My core poured out, never to be 
known. I turn to ashes: my feet, legs, up my 
torso, all the way to my head. Every time I 
move I feel a piece of  my being dissolving 
into the wind. 
I turn to Kaeli, to tell her something—
anything. I need to let her know I’m corrod-
ing from the outside in. I open my mouth 
to speak, but it is full of  fluffy ash-flakes of  
white. I try to talk and the pieces flutter away, 
dispersing. There is nothing left.
I need to complete this journey and cross 
back into the light. This constant, weighing 
depression sinks into me every day. There are 
the good moments that make life worth it, but 
the bad ones turn the tide.   
Every day is a battle inside of  my head: boy, 
girl, boy, carefree, rolling zombie; who will I 
be today? But it’s not necessarily a bad thing, 
it grants me another chance to get life right.
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